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From the Eider River to the Great Plains:
The Danish American Community
and the 1920 Slesvig Plebiscites
by
Ryan J. Gesme
*Supported by a Bodtker Grant1
On April 6, 1917, the United States declared war on the German
Empire, officially entering the three-year-long conflict now known
as the First World War. At the time the US entered the conflict many
American-born citizens felt uneasy about the recent immigration of
thousands of Europeans and the possibility of those new residents
having divided loyalties between their homelands and adopted country. These fears proved to be largely unfounded, as millions of naturalized Americans took up the call to arms issued by the United States,
even in the face of increasingly xenophobic laws and policies. This
included the Danish American community, which took a particular
interest in the war’s progress because of their Danish-speaking compatriots within the German-administrated region of Slesvig-Holsten.2
The entrance of the US into the war allowed President Woodrow
Wilson to propagate his vision for the post-war world. His ideals
of self-determination spread to aspiring nationalists across Europe,
anti-colonial forces throughout Africa and Asia, and members of his
own citizenry seeking rectification of historical offenses. The Danish
American community experienced intense debates over these ideals,
as Wilsonianism clashed with the historical memory of German aggression towards Denmark and Danish-speaking Slesvigers.
This “Wilsonian Moment,” a term coined by historian Erez Manela, saw nationalists around the world produce countless think pieces,
newspaper articles, and petitions utilizing Wilson’s language to claim
political legitimacy.3 These communities utilized the Wilsonian ideals of self-determination, popular sovereignty, and ethnicity-based
nation-states to call for a reordering of the international world, leading to clashes with European leaders negotiating at the Paris Peace
Conference of 1919. Debates raged in Paris between older claims of
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dynastic rights, military necessity, or economic benefits to specific territories and the newer Wilsonian ideals, as various individuals raised
their voices in order to craft their version of a better world. This included the Danish American community, which sought to pressure
Wilson into taking up the cause of securing the legal rights of the territory known as Sønderjylland or the Duchy of Slesvig, which was then
a part of the German Empire.
The decision by the Entente Powers to attempt to resolve the notoriously complex German-Danish border issue via the democratic application of self-determination and popular sovereignty in the form
of the 1920 Slesvig plebiscites offers an excellent place-based study
of the diffusion of Wilsonian rhetoric. The debates within the Danish
American community between the end of the war on November 11,
1918 and the unification of part of the region with Denmark in 1920
highlights the diffusion of Wilsonian rhetoric and its impact on older
conceptions of statehood within a diaspora community. In this paper,
I will first explore the establishment of the Danish American community and the continued connection between this community and the
German and Danish politics of its time, before transitioning to a discussion of Woodrow Wilson’s ideas on statehood. I will then analyze
the public debates within the Danish American press, examining the
three major rural weekly papers: Den Danske Pioneer, Dannevirke, and
Danskeren, other printed media produced for and by the community
such as academic journals, youth magazines, and religious journals,
as well as personal letters and diaries of Danish Americans.4
Based on an in-depth analysis of the material produced by the
Danish immigrant community, Woodrow Wilson’s speeches, and contemporary press debates, I argue that the Slesvig Question and the
need to preserve Danishness in the US was a prevalent theme accompanying Danish immigration during the second half of the nineteenth
century. The dissemination of Wilson’s ideals via speeches popularized a romanticized vision of the post-war world, in which great powers would support the efforts of minorities, including the Danes of
Slesvig. This caused the Danish American community to incorporate
these ideas within their justification for a plebiscite. However, upon
the signing of the armistice of 1918, many of those who had suffered
under and fled from the German administration of Slesvig-Holsten
26
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sought to utilize older power politics to claim more of the region, even
in the face of resistance from many within their own diaspora community and the Danish government. It was only with the signing of
the Versailles Treaty that support for the plebiscite among the Danish
American community coalesced via articles, economic support, and
democratic participation.
The Slesvig-Holsten Question
The Duchy of Slesvig, which is commonly combined with the
Duchy of Holsten into a region known as Slesvig-Holsten, has a long
history of being a bridge between northern Germany and southern
Denmark. Scholars trace the origins of the dispute between the Kingdom of Denmark and a multitude of German-speaking polities to 811,
when King Gudfred of Denmark and Emperor Charlemagne established the Eider River and the Dannevirke, a historical fortification,
as the border between the two realms. During the nineteenth century,
many Danish nationalists advocated for the Eider Policy, which called
for the annexation of the territory within the duchies of Slesvig-Holsten up to the Eider River, thus separating the predominately Germanspeaking Holsten from the largely Danish-speaking Slesvig. This policy violated the Treaty of Ribe (1460), which had declared the two duchies indivisible while under the ownership of the Danish king as duke
of Slesvig-Holsten. The efforts of nineteenth-century Danish nationalists were matched by those of German nationalists in the duchies who
rebelled during the Revolutions of 1848 in hopes of unifying the entire
region with the new German confederacy proposed in Frankfurt.
The First Slesvig War (1848-51) ended in a stalemate, with the ownership of the duchies reverting to the status quo ante bellum, but this
was a temporary peace. A second Danish effort to divide the duchies
in 1863 resulted in the Second Slesvig War (1864), between Denmark
on one side and Prussia, Austria, and the German Confederation on
the other. As a result of the war, the duchies were separated from Denmark and incorporated into the German Confederation under the administration of Austria and Prussia. After the Austro-Prussian War of
1866, Prussia fully incorporated the duchies, an annexation confirmed
with the formation of the German Empire in 1871. This long and complicated history prompted the British statesman Lord Palmerston, in
27
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the aftermath of the First Slesvig War, to declare that “only three men
in Europe have ever understood it [the Slesvig Question]. One was
Prince Albert, who is dead. The second was a German professor who
became mad. I am the third and I have forgotten all about it.”5
The Danish American Community
The incorporation of the duchies into the German Empire ushered
in a new era for the inhabitants of the region and led many to reevaluate their futures. There were three major pathways one could take:
the first was to accept German citizenship and remain in the region,
the second was to utilize Article XIX of the Treaty of Vienna (1864) to
retain Danish citizenship and remain in the region, while the third option was to emigrate either to the Kingdom of Denmark or somewhere
else in the world.6 This essay explores the opinions of those who took
the third option, those who decided to leave Slesvig and/or Denmark
for the United States.7 During the nineteenth century, approximately
300,000 out of 2 million Danes emigrated to the US, with approximately 172,000 departing after 1868 and peak migration occurring from
1880-90. Danish emigration figures are small compared to Ireland’s
or Norway’s, but as a percentage of the country’s total population,
Danish emigration was significantly higher than in other European
countries, such as Germany.8 Emigration records rarely differentiate
between Denmark and Slesvig as place of origin, with the best estimate being that some 59,400 Danish-speaking Slesvigers emigrated
either to Denmark, the US, or another region of the world during the
period of German administration.9
Among the many political, economic, religious, and personal reasons for emigration, mandatory service in the German military was
the central political concern for many Danish-speaking Slesvigers.
The brothers Claus and Niels Bodholdt of Ørby, Slesvig, for example,
saw four out of their five sons emigrate between 1880 and 1900 out of
reluctance to serve in the German army; two of their three daughters
also emigrated during that timeframe and later married fellow Slesvigers who had sought to escape serving in the German army. Of the
one son who stayed, Niels’ son Jørgen, his own son Niels emigrated to
the US to avoid serving in the German army prior to the First World
War.10 This push factor even separated families, as exemplified by the
28
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Byg family of Halk, Slesvig. Niels Kaestensen Byg had one son migrate to Denmark in 1868 in order to avoid military service, while his
brother, Peter Nielsen Byg, remained in Northern Slesvig with at least
six of his grandchildren, all of whom were able to participate in the
plebiscite in 1920.11
The central push factor for many migrants from Slesvig was thus
political, but for many others, emigration was an economic or personal matter. Jens Lind from Jutland emigrated in 1914 because he had received a letter from his cousin describing America as a place of bread
and honey, a typically romantic portrayal of the economic bounty of
the US.12 Reverend Niels Peter Gravengaard emigrated in order to
serve as a pastor for the Danish Lutheran Church in America.13 One
of the most famous Slesvigers to migrate, the landscape architect Jens
Jensen, told a later biographer that his decision was mainly due to his
parents’ disproval of his fiancée.14 The reason for emigrating could
even be as simple as one’s brother having already sent a ticket, as was
the case with Chris Sorensen, whose brother forwarded a ticket to his
then-fiancée who had married someone else by the time it arrived,
leaving Sorensen to take her place.15
No matter their reasons for emigrating, Danes in America continued to construct a world around their Danishness and the fraught history between Germany and Denmark. In an 1851 letter, Torben Lange
expressed disgust at seeing Germans in St. Louis, writing that “these
Germans are real trash. On the whole the Germans are the lowest,
most despicable scum ever inflicted on American soil.”16 The ideas
expressed in this private letter are extreme but highlight the persistence of Old World grudges in America. A central goal for the Danish American community was the preservation of their dual cultural
identities through the creation of civic associations and preservation
of religious institutions. Danish veterans of the war of 1864 founded
the Danish Brotherhood in 1882 and their wives the Danish Sisterhood in 1883, with both organizations providing sickness, unemployment, and death benefits for their members. By 1910 the Danish Brotherhood had 268 lodges and 18,797 members, with approximately 10
percent of the membership claiming origination from Slesvig.17 The
presence of these Slesvigers would have been a constant reminder to
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the Danish American community of the loss of the duchies, reinforcing the need to prevent the loss of Danishness in America.
The other major organization that led the way in preserving Danishness in America was the Danish Lutheran Church, which not only
contributed financially to the immigration of Danes to America, but
also to the education of Danish Americans, with the founding of Dana
College and Trinity Seminary in Blair, Nebraska in 1884 and Grand
View College and Seminary in Des Moines, Iowa in 1896.18 Pastor Peter Sørensen Vig, the leader of the seminary at Dana, wrote passionately in defense of preserving one’s native language in a 1914 history
of the Danish Church in America, writing that “language is expression of thought and mind, and as such one of the finest instruments
known and associated with custom and values so deep that nobody
ought to forget that change of language means change of many other
important things and will take place very slowly.”19 Pastor Vig’s defense of the Danish language represented the central goal for these
places of higher education and religious institutions, the preservation
of Danish heritage.
Pastor Vig was not the only Danish immigrant to take a strong
stance on the need to preserve one’s native tongue. In 1893, a group
of Slesvigers in San Francisco wrote a letter that was reprinted in the
Flensborg Avis, a major Danish language newspaper in the Duchy of
Slesvig, about their continued desire to preserve their culture and language both in the US and Slesvig. The group accused the German government of hypocrisy because while they defended the right to speak
German in the US, they restricted the use of Danish in Slesvig. The
authors went on to protest, “I cannot understand why Schleswigians
do not have the right to fight for their own language and maintain its
validity within its own territory instead of throwing it away as though
it were a foreign coin.”20 These examples highlight two vital points
about Danish American communities at the time: first, that since the
Danish language was intrinsically tied up with their identity, many
sought to create an environment to debate these issues in their own
language; and second, that they continued to debate issues that affected their homeland.
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The Great War, Wilsonian Self-Determination, and Danish America
Such attempts by the Danish American community to preserve a
sense of cultural belonging and advocate for its homeland reached a
climax with the First World War. The outbreak of war in 1914 shocked
many individuals, with many Americans, including President Wilson,
seeing the war not as a noble crusade or justified conflict, but rather
the epitome of European power politics. 21 In Wilson’s eyes, such politics consisted of overt militarism, secret alliances, and claims to foreign territory regardless of legality. Wilson believed that as an outside
actor with a new vision of the world he could be the neutral arbiter to
end the war at an American-led peace conference.22 It is necessary to
note that Wilson himself was not a naive idealist or a secret realist in
regard to foreign policy, but exhibited the very human characteristics
of imperfection and contradiction, whether through his own exclusion of African American communities or his acceptance of French
and British claims to the Middle East.
These contradictions did not prevent Wilson from having an impact on the conception of the world in the aftermath of the Great War,
as many communities utilized his rhetoric to further their goals. The
genesis of the “Wilsonian Moment” lies in Wilson’s speeches during
the war. Wilson most clearly outlined his vision of a new world order
on January 22, 1917, in a speech to the US Senate titled “Peace without
Victory.” In this speech, Wilson attempted to claim the mantle as the
only honest negotiator, as the US was still neutral, through an outright
rejection of pre-war European diplomacy. Wilson argued,
No peace can last, or ought to last, which does not recognize and accept the principle that governments derive all
their just powers from the consent of the governed, and that
no right anywhere exists to hand peoples about from sovereignty to sovereignty as if they were property.23
In this passage, Wilson described Europe’s past in negative terms,
as he saw the exchange of territory by kings and queens like playing cards as foundational to the conflict. Wilson envisioned a future
in which states were no longer constructed along dynastic rule, but
rather by the consent of the governed or the self-determination of the
people.
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Wilson was not the first politician to use the term self-determination—Vladimir Lenin, for example, had utilized the German Enlightenment term much earlier—but he became its most famous proponent.24 Wilson believed that the application of self-determination in
Europe would create a system of democratic states that would come
together as a community, e.g., in the League of Nations, to prevent
the future outbreak of war.25 Wilson reinforced this vision in his other speeches, most notably in “Declaration of War” on April 2, 1917,
and “Fourteen Points” on January 18, 1918. In both speeches Wilson
identified the German violation of the liberties of small nations as the
central cause of the war and declared that in the post-war world selfdetermination, popular sovereignty, and ethnicity-based nation-states
would be the key to peace.26 He did not, however, mention the status
of Northern Slesvig in any of his speeches. Wilson may have failed
to recognize the plight of the Danes in Slesvig because Denmark remained neutral, Germany had not invaded the territory during the
conflict, and Slesvig was not a historically independent state, like Poland, which meant this minority group did not fit nicely into the narrative of the US entering the war to punish German for its abuses of
smaller nations.
In order to put his ideas into practice, Wilson—along with many
like-minded individuals at the Paris Peace Conference—decided to
utilize the plebiscite system or referendums to solve certain contentious border questions. This method was not new, as Article V of the
Peace of Prague (1866) granted the northern region of Slesvig the right
to secede from Prussia to Denmark pending a free vote in the district.27 This vote never came to pass, however, as the Imperial Government created by the unification of Germany in 1871 sought voidance
of Article V. They secured this nullification in their 1878 treaty with
Austria, which Denmark affirmed in 1907.28 Nevertheless, many Danish politicians and citizenry held out hope during the Great War that
this clause would finally be implemented.
Overall, the Danish American community supported the official
stance of neutrality by the US government, with their main concern
being the plight of the Danes in Slesvig. In an August 13, 1914 editorial in Den Danske Pioneer, the editors warned, “Now the rest of the
world realizes what we have long known…what German militarism
32
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means. We have no hatred of the German people, but we do of the
Kaiser’s war machine.”29 The connection of the war to German militarism and more specifically Prussia mirrored Wilson’s view of the
conflict.30 America’s entry into the war in April 1917 caused the Danish American community to focus on two major issues: preserving
foreign language education in the face of a wave of anti-immigrant
legislation and demanding the return of Slesvig.
The Danish American community, like many other immigrant
communities in the United States in this period, faced accusations of
divided loyalties from their American peers. For Danish Americans,
the xenophobic laws targeting foreign language education proved
particularly worrisome as the Danish language was a key tenet of
Lutheran theological teachings. Pastor Axel Christensen Kildegaard
spoke passionately in defense of dual cultural identities in a wartime
sermon delivered in New York, declaring, “I am a hyphenated American, and will be never anything else, for I am certain that as such I can
best serve the American people and country.”31 This conviction of being best able to serve the American people and country as a hyphenated individual was an early representation of the desire to pursue
American goals during wartime while preserving traditional cultural
identities. In their attempts to preserve their language and culture
under an increasingly xenophobic American regime, many Danish
Americans began to compare the experiences of their countrymen in
Slesvig to the treatment of foreigners in the United States.
One direct major policy impact of nativism on the Danish American community was the passage of federal censorship laws that required all foreign language newspapers to provide a translation of the
newspaper to the local post office. These laws impacted the newspapers by increasing costs and leading to some degree of self-censorship.
However, this was merely the tip of the iceberg, as many local governments soon passed xenophobic laws targeting foreign language usage. In response to a ban on the teaching of German in schools and
use of foreign languages in public places in Iowa and Nebraska in
the spring of 1918, Martin Holst, an immigrant from Slesvig and the
editor of Dannevirke, passionately defended the need for freedom of
language. He argued,
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The Prussians prohibited Danish in Slesvig and the result
was to stiffen the resolve of the Danes and to encourage
their Danishness. Are we now to see this in a free, democratic land? America has fought for freedom of speech; it is
a basic point in our history. Each nationality has its own
freedom of speech and religion in America. Are we now to
show the world that we are unfaithful to ourselves?32
Holst connected the German policy in Slesvig to the policy of the
American federal and state governments, highlighting the continued
memory of the Danish American community on the Slesvig Question
and their desire to preserve the language, culture, and religion of their
forefathers.
Notably, the antiforeigner laws did not
cause a drop in military
enlistment among Danish
Americans. Jens Lind, who
had just immigrated in the
spring of 1914, joined the
army on October 25, 1917,
serving overseas on the
western front and in the
post-Armistice occupation
force in the Rhineland.33
This mirrored the experiences of Thorvald Vandet who immigrated in
1915 and enlisted in early
1918.34 Dana College saw
approximately 45 current
or former students enlist
by February 1918, causing
A pro-Danish poster promoting the union
a drop in the overall enof Sønderjylland with Denmark. Used by
rollment from 114 in 1917permission of the Danish Royal Library.
18 to only 73 in 1918-19.35
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The Slesvig Question in the Danish American Press
The sense of sacrifice and continued connection to Slesvig led
many within the Danish American community to advocate for the
US government to take up the Slesvig Question. The September/October 1918 issue of the academic journal The American Scandinavian
Review dedicated the entire issue to the Duchy of Slesvig.36 In one article, Jens Jensen wrote a passionate defense of Denmark’s claim to
the region up to the Eider river, citing history, culture, language, and
economic policy, even though he acknowledged the southern part of
the region now held more German speakers than Danish speakers.37
Jensen’s views on the issue represented the traditional power politics
of punishing the Germans for 1864 and 1914 and securing historical
regions claimed by the Danish crown even at the expense of the local
population’s popular sovereignty. The editors of the journal differed
in their approach and instead utilized Wilson’s language and historic
treaties to justify claims to the region. They wrote that “the restoration
of Slesvig should therefore concern only the northern region, which
is essentially Danish, and should be based on self-determination, thus
carrying out, though tardily, the provisions of the Treaty of Prague.”38
The editorial clearly saw the value in combining Wilsonian rhetoric
of self-determination with the legal argument for a vote in Northern
Slesvig following the Peace of Prague.
The debates between Wilsonianism and older ideas were not limited only to academic circles. Towards the end of the war, Pastor Knud
C. Bodholdt of Racine, Wisconsin, Carl Plow of Petaluma, California,
and Jens Jensen petitioned Wilson directly to take up the cause of the
Danish-speaking Slesvigers. The petition utilized Wilson’s own language, even quoting him directly, to support the need to subordinate
authoritarian systems of power to the principles of peace and individual rights. They connected these ideals directly to the Slesvig Question
in highlighting the abuses the Danes of Slesvig had suffered during
fifty years of authoritarian rule as a result of the abrogation of article
V of the Peace of Prague. They expressed hope that “all nations and
all peoples, who have suffered repression, humiliation, and defeat at
the hands of the infamous monster known as the German autocracy,
can appeal to them for restoration of their inheritance rights.”39 Incorporating both Wilsonianism and the history of the region in its appeal,
35
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this petition highlighted the key role of Danish Americans in bringing
attention to Slesvig, as well as the power of Wilson’s rhetoric.
President Wilson responded to the petition in a lengthy note on
November 12, 1918, which was later reprinted in not only the Danish
language press, but also the Chicago Tribune, thus reaching both the
Danish-speaking community and the broader Midwestern public.40
Wilson remarked on how grateful he was to have received a petition
from Slesvigers and like-minded Danes in the United States concerning their desired application of his values to the Slesvig Question. He
ended his note to Pastor Bodholdt with the request, “Please accept
on behalf of the Slesvigers in this country my thanks for the faith of
which their petition is an evidence and on behalf of your race in the
old country, my earnest wish for the hastening of the day when right
and justice shall prevail to deliver them from oppression.”41 Wilson
did not explicitly define what type of rights or justice would prevail
in regard to the Slesvig Question, and as a result the Danish American
community continued to articulate their vision of the correct adjudication of the border between Denmark and the newly founded German
Republic.
The petition represented one view of the Slesvig Question in the
broader American press. A Danish American named Dagmar Gosse
wrote to the Los Angeles Times on November 17, 1918 to demand that
the newspaper stop using the spelling “Schleswig” and instead use
the Danish form “Slesvig.” Gosse maintained that after fifty years of
German administration, the authorities had effectively erased the Danishness of the region by Germanizing the spelling of Slesvig’s cities,
towns, and rivers. She sought to sway public opinion towards the Danish cause instead of perpetuating the “Huns’” erasure of the region’s
Danishness.42 These early debates between Wilsonianism and power
politics were only the beginning of the rhetorical exchanges within the
diaspora community and, soon, with the Danish government.
The debates in the American press caused concern in the Danish
government as it geared up to present its demands at the Paris Peace
Conference. The Danish Legation in America published an editorial
in the New York Times stating that they only desired Northern Slesvig
through a free vote.43 In a direct response to the Slesvig issue of The
American Scandinavian Review, Professor L.V. Birck reprinted his offi36
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cial statement in the newspaper, Nationaltidende (Copenhagen), in the
January/February 1919 issue, in which he avers, “If the Danish NorthSlesvigers will declare by their vote that they desire to be united with
Denmark, we shall be happy to receive them, but we do not wish to offer frontier people of another nationality conditions that we refuse for
our own countrymen.”44 The Danish American community disagreed
with these positions and continued to argue for the use of both power
politics or a more thorough application of Wilsonian principles. C.
C. Peterson from Chicago contended that unless Denmark received
all the land up to the Kiel Canal and the canal itself was internationalized, Germany would eventually dominate the entirety of Eastern
and Central Europe.45 The editors of The American Scandinavian Review
even expanded their original demand for self-determination along the
principles of the Peace of Prague, as they saw claims for a plebiscite to
Middle Slesvig as entirely justified.46
The three major newspapers of rural Danish America—Den Danske Pioneer, Danskeren, and Dannevirke—covered these debates extensively, the news coming from both Slesvig and the Paris Peace Conference.47 Many of the leading Danish Americans and ordinary citizens
capitalized on the large circulation numbers of these three newspapers to publish editorials supporting their desired division of Slesvig.
Pastor Vig continued his spirited defense of Danish culture, heritage,
and Danish claims to Slesvig in the March 3, 1919 issue of Danskeren.
Vig praises young America and its descendants of the Old World for
finally standing up to the brute known as Germany. He chastises the
Danish government for abandoning their fellow Danes, now that an
opportunity to demand justice had arisen, by requesting a plebiscite
only in the north, which he felt was not forceful enough.48 In acquiescing to the plebiscite, Vig contends, the Danes allowed fifty years of
Germanization to expunge centuries of Danish history, culture, and
legal claims to the region.
The Danish Brotherhood became involved in the debate by reprinting an article sympathetic to the Danish government’s stance by
a man from Horsens in their official magazine, Det Danske Brodersamfunds Blad, on April 1, 1919. The author defends the government’s decision to hold a plebiscite in order to prevent future claims of injustice
from the local German-speaking population. Moreover, he supports
37
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the decision to limit the plebiscite to Northern Slesvig, on the grounds
that a duchy-wide vote would most likely result in a German victory,
due to the predominance of German speakers in Southern Slesvig. Yet
he diverges from the Danish government’s stance in his advocacy for
a separate vote in Middle Slesvig, specifically around the city of Flensborg, explaining, “Middle Slesvig and Flensborg are a different case.
Here the population is more mixed…and here we could count on the
quickly growing sympathy for our nation.”49 The anonymous Danish
contributor represents one of the common views within the Danishspeaking world with his desire for the expansion of the plebiscite zone.
Coverage of the plebiscite was not only limited to reporting the
events on the ground or in editorials but soon became a key conduit for raising funds to support the efforts of the Danish-speaking
Slesvigers. The main organization raising money for Slesvig was the
Amerika Centralkomite for Den sønderjyske Fond (American Central
Committee for the Southern Jutland Fund), which placed ads in Danskeren asking for the support of the Danish American population. The
ads predict that the suffering, death, and oppression Slesvig had experienced would soon be rectified by the region’s unification with Denmark, but they first must survive the hardship of food shortages. As
a result, Danish Americans were urged, as good Christians, to donate
money, food, and support in the region’s time of need.50 The secretary
for the fund was none other than Jens Jensen and one estimate placed
the total funds collected at around fifty thousand dollars, reinforcing
the connection of Danish America to Slesvig.51
These debates began to subside after the Entente Powers officially presented the terms of peace to the German delegation on May 7,
1919, which included a provision for a plebiscite in Slesvig, not only
in the northern regions, but also in the middle and southern areas.
The Entente Powers ignored the concerns of the Danish government
concerning Southern Slesvig, which prompted the Danish government to reject the plebiscite in this zone on May 17, 1919. Their main
concern was that if the International Commission mandated a vote in
Southern Slesvig and the region voted for unification with Denmark,
they would have to accept the results and it could lead to future conflict with Germany, given the high percentage of German speakers
in the south.52 The Danish American press extensively covered these
38
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debates on May 21-22,53 congratulating Danish nationalists in the US,
Denmark, and Slesvig for their successful efforts to secure a vote for
Middle Slesvig.
The Slesvig Plebiscite and Danish America
The Entente eventually accepted the Danish government’s concerns about Southern Slesvig and removed it from the final treaty,
finalizing the Slesvig plebiscite in Section XII of Part III of the Versailles Treaty signed on June 28, 1919. The peace treaty gave Danish
Americans from Slesvig the right to return and vote, as the plebiscite
was open to any male or female over twenty years old who had been
a resident of the region before 1900.54 Few Slesvigers who had emigrated to the US took advantage of this provision, largely due to the
prohibitive cost of transatlantic travel. For example, a vacation taken
by Hans Jorgensen and his family in the spring of 1920 cost $386 for
a roundtrip voyage in a third-class cabin on the Scandinavian American Line. This did not factor in overland travel from Montana to New
York or the cost to hire someone to watch their property in their absence.55 Since it was infeasible for most Danish American to be physically present in Slesvig to vote, they focused mainly on supporting the
cause financially, via the Amerika Centralkomite for Den sønderjyske
Fond, and promoting unity within the Danish American population
after months of intense debates.
The Danish American press kept readers informed about the details of the vote, while underscoring the need to free Slesvigers from
Prussian oppression. For example, Danskeren published an Englishlanguage supplement to their October 15, 1919 issue. In this brief
pamphlet, N. H. Debel provides logistical details of the plebiscite, explaining who could vote and where the vote would be taking place,
including a map of the region.56 Debel’s inclusion of information for
Southern Slesvig highlights the dissatisfaction many felt concerning
the lack of a third vote.57 The Danish Government attempted to pacify
these individuals through a press campaign justifying their stance. In
the 1919 end-of-year journal, Miseltenen, the Christmas magazine for
Danes in America, the recently appointed Minister for Sønderjylland,
Hans Peter Hanssen, wrote an entire article about the history of the region during the war and the experiences of the Danish-speaking pop39
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ulation under Prussian militarism. He ended the article with an explanation of the Aabenraa Resolution of November 17, which formed
the basis for the negotiations in Paris, and of the Danish government’s
efforts to balance the new “Wilsonian Moment” with the older Peace
of Prague.58
The Slesvig Question in America reached its apex with the plebiscites, held in Northern Slesvig on February 10, 1920 and Middle
Slesvig on March 14, 1920. The voters of Northern Slesvig cast 75,431
votes for Denmark, compared with only 25,329 votes for Germany,
resulting in the unification of the region with Denmark, as the Danes
needed only a simple majority. Danish Americans rejoiced over their
brethren’s return to Denmark.59 In his diary entry on February 13, Jens
Dixen described how thankful he was that Southern Jutland had been
united with Denmark. He lamented, however, that
so many had waited and hoped to take part in the vote for
the reunion with Denmark. They never made it; death came
first. But let the few of us, who experienced the reunification, thank our God and Father also for this blessing. Father often talked about it and so did my brother. But both
of them went behind the curtain before it was obtained.60
This passage reveals that for many Danish Americans this was a generational struggle, one that had begun in 1864 and continued even as
many of them emigrated to the United States and embraced their dual
identity as Danish Americans.
The success of the first vote led many to believe they could win
the second vote and possibly secure a larger share of Slesvig, though
a few expressed concerns about the practicalities of the voting procedures in Middle Slesvig, particularly the fact that many German
speakers, like their Danish-speaking counterparts, were allowed to return to vote if they had lived in the area before 1900. On March 4, 1920,
Den Danske Pioneer reprinted a note from Jens Jensen, who wrote:
We citizens of Slesvig birth are practically barred from taking part in the plebiscite to which we are entitled, due to
the great distance, demanding sacrifice in time and money,
beyond the means of the great majority of our countrymen.
Therefore the present arrangement favors the Germans
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who are able to send thousands of former military and civil
officials and their families in Slesvig to vote and thereby
cause an unfair election especially in the second zone.61
Jensen’s fears of a lopsided vote in the middle region were unsurprising, as he had been a reluctant supporter of the plebiscite in his homeland, but his opinions were relatively rare. A more common reaction
came from Professor Christian Larsen at Dana College who wrote an
article on the history of Slesvig in Hermes, the college’s paper. He ended the paper with the hope that the results of the vote, with a strong
majority already decided in Northern Slesvig, would result in the settling of the border between Denmark and Germany, leading to a lasting peace that included Middle Slesvig.62
In Zone II the fears of Jensen and many ardent Danish nationalists
were realized, as only 12,800 people voted for Denmark, versus 51,724
votes for Germany. In Flensborg, the most populous city in the region
and the historic home of the Danish royal family, Germany received
three votes for every vote for Denmark, causing distress within the
Danish American community.63 The result meant none of the electoral
districts of Middle Slesvig would return to Denmark. This vote does
highlight that if Denmark or the Entente Powers had been swayed by
the arguments for traditional power politics, it would have caused
Denmark to not only go against the wishes of the local population, but
also gain an unruly minority group angry about the forced annexation.
Still, personal letters lamented the defeat, as exemplified by a March
1920 letter from Niels Christiansen to his brother Christian in the US,
in which he sums up what many must have felt over the loss of the
vote in Slesvig. After describing how their mother had taken a turn
for the worse and would not be long for this world, Niels expressed
his sorrow over Flensborg and the women and children of Southern
Jutland who must continue to live in Germany. His only hope was that
the Entente Powers would support a neutral zone within the region;
otherwise, they would have learned nothing from 1864 or 1914.64
While many accepted the results of the vote as reflective of the
principles of self-determination, a few did not. The April 1919 issue of
Det Danske Brodersamfunds Blad reprinted an article from well-known
Slesvig American Carl Plow, who argued that the Danes should take
over all of Middle Slesvig regardless of the vote, as the gods of victory
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as well as America would support them over the wishes of the Germans.65 The Danish King, Christian X, also refused to accept the results. He ordered his prime minister to reunify both sections of Slesvig. His actions caused the so-called Easter Crisis, which resulted in
the further curtailing of the king’s power within Denmark’s constitutional monarchy and led many members of the Rigsdag (the upper
house of the Danish parliament) to threaten to abolish the monarchy
altogether. Christian X eventually backed down and allowed the division of Slesvig to proceed, but this incident highlights once again the
close connection between Danish American thought and the Kingdom
of Denmark.66
It was more common, however, to express joy that the Slesvig
Question was finally solved, and the lost province would be returning home. Press coverage
of the question reached as
far as missionary journals
like Sudan, published by
the Danish United Sudan
Mission, which declared
in its April issue, “We
want our siblings in the
south to come home. They
are namely our brothers
and sisters, with the same
way of life, thoughts, feelings, and language, so
we feel that we are one
folk. Now they have risen
and want to come home,
and we answer: Yes, a
hearty welcome home!”67
One Danish American,
Thorvald Muller, was so
thrilled to see Northern
A street in Slesvig hung with Danish flags to Slesvig united with Dencelebrate unification with Denmark. Used by mark that he left his fampermission of the Danish Royal Library.
ily to return to his home42
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land. He did not even stop to say goodbye, only writing a letter to his
family hoping they would understand that he could not rest at home
until he returned and saw the province free from the Prussians.68
Conclusion
The Slesvig Question came to a symbolic end on July 10, 1920,
when Christian X ceremoniously rode across the older border between
the two states.69 Jørgen Bodholdt, whose nephew Knud Bodholdt had
petitioned Wilson to take up the cause of Slesvig, was the local magistrate of the area where the king rode across the border and, according
to family legend, had the privilege of greeting him first.70 This anecdote again showcases the connections between the Danish American
community and the Kingdom of Denmark with regard to the Slesvig
Question. The period of mass migration from Europe to North America in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries occurred for a variety of reasons, shaped both societies, and created a large network of
interconnected parties invested in the politics of both North America
and Europe, as the Danish Americans’ vocal support for a resolution
of the Slesvig Question along pro-Danish lines illustrates. This community, much like the rest of the world, got swept up in the “Wilsonian Moment” of 1918 and utilized Wilsonian language to advocate
for their political goal of unifying Slesvig with the Danish state.
The Paris Peace Conference provided the opportunity to achieve
this long-sought goal, although older ideas about power politics and
claims to the region clashed with the newer Wilsonian ideas within
the diaspora community. These debates continued even after the signing of the Versailles Treaty in 1919, but most Danish Americans gradually coalesced around the official Danish government position and
provided economic and moral support to the Slesvigers in the run-up
to the vote. The result of the plebiscites did satisfy many in the Danish
American community as the dream of returning Northern Slesvig was
achieved, albeit without Middle Slesvig and Flensborg. The combination of Wilsonian principles, the Peace of Prague, and the Danish government’s support for a referendum within Slesvig led to the effective
resolution of the complicated Slesvig Question as nearly everyone involved accepted the results. The fact that even Adolf Hitler and Nazi
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Germany did not attempt to revise this border during World War II
testifies to the long-term benefits of such a balanced approach.
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